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TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING: AN EXAMINATION OF THE IMPACT OF
SHORT-TERM STUDY ABROAD

Abstract

by Jesse Carson Pugh
University of the Pacific
2009

When selecting a study abroad program, some students undertake a semester or
academic-year study abroad program, while other students undertake a two-to eight-week
study abroad program. Both study abroad opportunities allow students to become
immersed in a culture different from their own. This research project is an exploratory
study that looks at the impact of short-term study abroad programs on undergraduates at a
public institution. This study examines how participants change in regards to their
understanding ofthe host culture, explores what students learn about their host cultures,
and looks at the intercultural development that the students gain from spending a short
time abroad on an academic program. The people who participated in this research
project are students from the University of Utah who spent time on a short-term (two to
eight weeks) study abroad program.
The literature reviewed in this study looks at number of articles that have been
written about both short-terin study abroad programs as well as long-term study abroad
vii
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programs. The participants in this study came from a variety of academic backgrounds
and class standings. A list was compiled of participants who indicated on their study
abroad application that they did not have any previous international experience prior to
their short-term study abroad experience. From this list, students were randomly emailed asking if they would like to participate on this study.
This study revealed that individuals who participate in a short-term study abroad
program do have transformative experiences. This study concluded that individuals who
participate on short-term study abroad programs experienced personal growth as a result
of studying abroad.
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CHAPTER I.
INTRODUCTION

Study abroad advisors have the opportunity to witness the transformation students
go through when they study abroad. Some students have dramatic life-alterin
experiences, while others' experiences are less dramatic. The field of education abroad
has done a fair amount of research regarding students who have studied abroad for a
quarter/semester or longer. Studies have found that individuals who embark on a study
abroad program for a quarter/semester are likely to have increased levels of
independence, superior levels of personal growth, and m1 increase in second language
acquisition if the individual is studying in a location where a second language is the

I

language of instruction. According to Dwyer and Peters' (2004) study that looked at the
long-term benefits of study abroad, individuals who participated in a long-term program
abroad had experienced greater benefits than individual& who did not participate in a
program abroad.
In recent years, there has been a great increase in short-term study abroad
programs of eight weeks or less. There are some current controversies in the field
regarding the value of such programs for students in comparison to those who have spent
a longer time period abroad. This situation shows the need for additional research in the
field of education abroad, especially in the area oflearning outcomes of short-term study
abroad programs. In Ledermen's (2007) article, the author discusses the idea of quantity

I
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versus quality of study abroad programs. The author notes that some institutions are
working hard to increase the number of their students who are going abroad; the quality
of such program, however, may be compromised simply because the institution would
like to increase the number of students who are studying abroad. The huge influx of
study abroad participants "if not directed into the sorts of longer-term, guided programs
that are most effective, will not produce the right results" (para. 11 ). It is possible,
however, that equal amounts of cultural awareness can be obtained from short-term

-
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programs abroad. By examining the outcomes that students gain as a result of their shortterm study abroad experience, the field of education abroad will be able to better
understand the overall potential value of short-term education abroad.
Investigating the outcomes of short-term study abroad programs in comparison to
the literature regarding students involved in long-term study abroad programs should
provide some important information that may benefit students, programs, and the field of

i
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international education. This study looks at the learning outcomes for those students
abroad for a short period of time (two to eight weeks), and will compare those findings to
the research results on students who have studied abroad for a longer period of time
(three months to a full year). This research project explores the nature of the outcomes of
short-term study abroad experiences in terms oflearning gained, challenges experienced,
perceptions and attitudes changed, and influences on future decisions.

I

There are several components to short-term study abroad programs. The
=

outcomes of the short-term study abroad experience are significant; therefore, looking at
the components of the individual's development is an important aspect of this study.
This study seeks to better understand the students' perceptions of their outcomes from
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studying abroad for a short period. The goal of this research project is to enable
educators to better understand the effects of students' short-term international
experiences in new ways.
The data for this study was gathered from students who had not had any previous
international experience and participated on a short-term study abroad program. Ten
individuals were interviewed in this study and were selected by reviewing their study
abroad applications to see if they had indicated that they had any previous international
experience prior to their short-term study abroad program. There were four female
seniors, one female junior, one female sophomore, one female freshman, two male
sophomores, and one male senior that were interviewed for this study. Their ages varied
from thirty years old to twenty years old.
By interviewing students who have returned from an international experience for
the first time, whether for short or long periods, it is likely that the outcomes will vary.
This study examines specifically what happens as a result of short-term study abroad in
light of the research on outcomes from long-term study abroad investigated in the past.
.~

The premise of this research project is to answer the following questions: do
short-term study abroad programs impact an individual's intercultural competence, do
they influence their decisions to have more international and intercultural contact, and do
they affect the individual's openness to other cultures and other settings.
The following chapters will include a review of literature in regards to short-term
and long-term education abroad and the methodology that was used in obtaining the
information from the interviewees. Then the findings from the interviews are reported by
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profiling the ten individuals who were interviewed. Lastly, discussion and conclusions
that have surfaced as a result of this research project will be reported.
The background for this study has come from the years of experience I have had
in advising students who are preparing to study abroad or returning from such studies.
With that experience behind me, I hope to gain a sense of the learning outcomes of my
students and the potential strengths of short-term study abroad.

I
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CHAPTER II.
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction
In order to obtain a variety of literature regarding learning outcomes from shortterm education abroad programs, it is important to look at a variety of literature that deals
with learning outcomes from a wide array of short-term education abroad programs. For
example, some of the learning outcomes that may come up in the literature review do not
fall into the category of traditional short-term education abroad; however, looking at this
information is helpful because it gives us examples of the learning outcomes in relation to
the overall experience. While the focus of the literature review is on the learning
outcomes of short-term education abroad, it is also necessary to look at the literature in
regards to learning outcomes for long-term education abroad. The rationale in looking at
this literature is to lend an overall understanding to the research that has been done
regarding education abroad. Specifically looking at the literature in relation to short-term
and long-term education abroad is important because this research project is attempting to
understand if short-term education abroad impacts individuals' ability to become more
open, increase their intercultural competence, and encourage future international
endeavors.

5
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Review of the Literature
There is a variety of research on the duration of study abroad programming.
Dwyer's (2004) study looked at how the trend has been changing in regards to the
traditional amount of time that students spend abroad. Usually students would relate
study abroad to spending their junior year abroad. This has been changing and now
short-term programs are a very practical option for students who are not able to complete
an academic year or semester abroad. The study, which was designed to calculate
connections between specific features of study abroad programs, concluded that study
abroad has an impact on "continued language use, academic attairnnent measures,
intercultural and personal development, and career choices" (p. 161). While this has been
validated for long-term study abroad programs, research is needed to see ifthe same
should be said about short-term programs.
In regards to short-term study abroad and intercultural sensitivity some limited
research has been conducted. Anderson, Lawton, Rexiesen, and Hubbard (2006) gave
some insight into the cross-cultural sensitivity that students gain from spending a short
amount of time on a study abroad program. In this study, that looked at 23 college aged
students who participated on a faculty-led study abroad program, Anderson et al. stated
that "Based on these results, there is weak support for the hypothesis that the students
who participated in the 4-week, study abroad experience significantly improved their
level of intercultural sensitivity as measured by the IDI's [Intercultural Development
Inventory] development scale." (p. 464). The IDI was designed by Bennett and Hanuner
(1998) and can be used in a variety of ways. Anderson, et al. 's study made no mention of

6
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past international experience, which raises the question of how previous international
experiences can impact an individual's intercultural experience abroad.
Looking at the reason why students choose a short-term program over a semester
or full-year program is another important area that can shed some light on this research.
Taylor (2008) alluded to the fact that students choose a short-term experience for
economic reasons. The author wrote:
~
Many do not study abroad during the academic . ear for fear ofmissing_requir.edt--------i!'
courses.
any esrtate to consider non-English speaking countries because of
~
anxieties over language barriers. But economic concerns are often the deciding
factor: most semester or full-year programs are simply not affordable for most
students. (para. 2)

The author went on to argue that advisors must understand that the short-term experience
is not as culturally immersive as a longer experience. Taylor asked the question if it is
"possible to master the health care system of India in three weeks" (para. I 0). One might
have asked the question if it is possible to master the health care system of India in an
academic year. If a student did not take the opportunity to explore the health care system
of India, for one week or one year nothing is gained. The answer to both questions is no.
This critique is helpful for this research project because it raises the question: is some
experience abroad better than none?
According to Ryan and Twibell (2000), focusing on the learning outcomes of
study abroad programs could elicit a variety of responses in the participants of the study
abroad programs. There were several factors that come into play when researching this
topic. Based off of the authors' research, they noted "that study abroad can be an
important contributor to international awareness" (p. 4!3). This study further explored
the descriptive outcomes in regards to the student's experience with the host culture and
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how the educational outcomes play a role in the personal development of the students.
For example, the authors wrote that "Study abroad experiences impacted respondents'
education, with students reporting increased academic knowledge, as well as
serendipitous learning outside of the classroom" (p. 427). By having a short-term
experience abroad, individuals were able to experience unexpected learning. This serves
to increase the validation of the premise that some experience abroad is beneficial in
many ways.

-

•

Additional research regarding learning outcomes of short-term study abroad
programs is needed. This is substantiated in Sindt and Pachmayer' s (2007) article that
attempted to identifY some learning outcomes of short-term study abroad programs. The
authors commented on the importance of identifYing the learning outcomes of study
abroad programs as they relate to students needs.
Currently, limited research exists that details outcomes of participation in short
term study abroad programs for individuals. It is assumed that programs are
valuable, yet additional research is needed to demonstrate actual outcomes.
Thorough understanding of individual experiences will allow administrators to
develop specialized recruitment techniques and increase enrollments, helping in
the national movement to democratize study abroad programming. Ultimately, an
increased understanding of study abroad will help international educators better
articulate and demonstrate needs at the departmental level and impact institutional
policy related to international education. (para. 2)
The above statement helps validate this study in the sense that a "thorough understanding
of individual experiences" (para. 2) will encourage study abroad professionals to create

lj_
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short-term study abroad programs that will compliment an individual's overall
=

educational experience.
Sindt and Pachmayer noted that integrating short-term study abroad programs into
a university's curriculum is a monumental task. By researching individual outcomes
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from these short-term experiences abroad, there were taking a step to providing more
information to universities that were interested in integrating an international curriculum
into their school. The authors wrote:
Understanding outcomes of study abroad is useful in providing better services to
students participating in university-sponsored programs. The understanding will
also allow faculty and third party providers to appropriately plan curricula to
bolster learning. However, a lack of research related to the field is potentially
inhibiting the creation of specific programs and policies that would help better
integrate internationalization efforts within higher education. (para. 3)
llilat and Pachirieyer's study focused on students who participated in short-term
study abroad programs. The authors sent out a survey pre-test to 745 students that were
enrolled in a summer study abroad program, and a major theme that emerged from the
research questions they asked was global competence. By looking at the interviewee's
responses in Sindt and Pachmeyer's study, it is possible to say that their experiences were
transformative; therefore global competence should be identified as an outcome of shortterm education abroad.
Global competencies can be thought of in terms of a process of internalization of
the international experience. Students hope to become immersed in a new
environment and then have the opportunity to reflect upon the experience and
relate it to their own worldview. This is best described as a bi-directional process,
where students first place themselves as an individual in a global context and
begin to think critically about the world in a larger perspective. Next, students
examine of the importance and role of their own identities, as related to ethnicity,
gender, citizenship, or other identities that become salient while interacting in the
host country. (para. 14)
Global competence is something that is remarkably difficult to learn if an
individual remains in his or her own country. As Sindt and Pachmeyer's study noted,
many study abroad students gained some global competence. They commented that
students studying abroad would be exposed to an assortment of alternative ways of doing
things, be it making new friends, writing exams, or using public transportation to name a

9
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few. Through short-term education abroad, students may have the ability to understand
more about their own culture as well as cultures different from their own.
Additional ideas for curricular integration in regards to study abroad can be
obtained from reading Talburt and Stewart's (2002) article that looked at "the relations of
students' in- and out-of-class cultural learning during a 5-week study abroad program"
(p. 163). They suggested the continuance of incorporating "sociocultural differences"
and other experiences into the short-term study abroad curriculum. Very specifically
Talburt and Stewart's study discussed race and gender and the effect that discussion had
on the students participating in the five week, short-term study abroad program. While
examining the socio-cultural differences amongst the individuals that participated on a
five week study abroad program in Spain, Talburt and Stewart's study also looked into
past research that had been conducted regarding study abroad and the ethno-demographic
make up of students. The authors found very little regarding study abroad and its relation
to race and gender. Intercultural diversity on study abroad programs is an area where
additional studies are needed due to the small amount of research that has been conducted
thus far. The research on study abroad and the menagerie of sub-categories that exist
within the research on study abroad programs was and is an evolving process.
More recent progress has been made regarding the studies of minority student
populations and their success stories on study abroad programs. In Malgrim and Glavin's
(2008) study, the authors studied the graduation rates of students who had studied abroad
versus students who had not studied abroad. In the initial study the authors looked at
three incoming freshman cohorts where students from underrepresented backgrounds in
study abroad were singled out to determine the graduation rate amongst this

10
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underrepresented student population. The authors wrote that "the data suggest that study
abroad participation may not harm graduation rates and that it is highly correlated with
high graduation rates among underprepared and at-risk undergraduates as well as students
of color" (p. 29). In addition to studying the impact that study abroad had on diverse
student populations, Malgrim and Glavin's study considered the overall impact that study
abroad had on an individual's education. For example, the authors looked at the
graduation rates of all study abroad students, not just groups considered to be among
diverse student populations.
Lewis and Niesenbaum (2005) talked about a two-week program they operate in
Costa Rica. The program took place over an entire semester at the home institution, and
then the students completed the course in Costa Rica. The course was designed help the
American students visiting Costa Rica pay close attention to the needs and issues facing a
small sustainable community in Costa Rica. The community that the American students
visited was not frequently visited by the large number of tourists who visit Costa Rica
each year, and this provided an educational component to the students experience abroad
that was helpful in meeting the instructors course objectives. During their two weeks in
Costa Rica in order "to increase the short-term program's effectiveness, we focus on a
specific community-a small, economically diverse town with no tourism, where hardly
anyone speaks English, and where the students have direct access to the local people"

I

(para 3 ). On this particular program the students had an added benefit in the sense that
=

they had an entire semester with the instructors before they arrived in Costa.Rica. This
was a benefit because the instructors were able to prepare the students for some of the
cultural issues they might encounter.

11

Universities are beginning to understand the need for in-depth assessment of
short-term study abroad programs. An assessment plan conducted by Detrick, Frier,
Greenleaf, and Murphy (n.d.) was attempting to answer five critical questions that would
help study abroad professionals understand the learning outcomes of students who study
abroad for a short period oftime. The evaluation plan looked at questions that attempted
to demonstrate that students who study abroad for a short-term versus students who do
not study abroad at all

I
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will be significantly more able to identity cultural assumptions versus students
who did not participate in a trip [and] will be able to speak a foreign language at a
conversational level [and] will be better able to identifY cultural norms/traditions
than students that did not participate. (p. 8)
The assumption was that by beginning to investigate these hypotheses, the fields
of international education or more specifically education abroad would gain momentum
in the promotion, funding, etc. of short-term study abroad programs and improve their
effectiveness in the overall education of the individuals that participate on these
programs.
Lewis and Niesenbaum's (2005) study illustrated the need for well-planned,
short-term study abroad programs. They found that when students embarked on a shortterm program abroad, they had the opportunity to have their minds opened to new
dimensions. Students learned to think critically about their own culture through the
context of another culture. The authors wrote that students who participated in this
experience "made them question their assumptions, gather and interpret data, and use the
data to reach a better understanding of their own role in a globalized society" (para 14).
They concluded that short-term education abroad provided individuals with the
opportunity to see the much bigger picture that exists through the context of a new or
12
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unknown country. Lewis and Niesenbaum's article illustrated that well planned, shortterm study abroad programs can greatly expand an individual's education.
In regards to language study and short-term study abroad programs some limited
research has been conducted. Harbon (2005) discussed how language instructors who
have had similar immersive language experiences are able to teach second language
learners more effectively than instructors who have not had similar experiences,
especially as they pertain to the manner in which the instructors teach the students.
Harbon wrote that "in-country immersion is likely to have made an impact on teacher
decision-making especially vis-a-vis curriculum and pedagogical choices. This, in turn,
would impact on the teacher's design of! earning experiences and the resultant student
learning outcomes" (p. 21). An excellent example of this would be an instructor who is
teaching a student how to purchase fruit at a local fruit stand. Taking the students to a
local fruit stand or market and having them purchase fruit for themselves would have a
strong impact on their learning.
Looking at the length of time that students spend while abroad is valuable because
it helps program administrators evaluate how the students are learning while they are
abroad. In Zielinski's (2007) study she looked at the amount oftime students spent
abroad and the influence that experience had on their level of cross-cultural adaptability.
Her study focused on students that participated on study abroad programs of varying
lengths, such as an academic year, a semester, or a short-term program abroad. While
Zielinski's study differs from this study in the sense that she uses quantitative research
for her findings, it is still helpful because the discussion of her results show that
"Students who have never studied abroad may not experience as many unfamiliar
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situations and therefore may not easily handle the prospect of challenging or unfamiliar
situations" (p. 42).
Investigating global mindedness and how study abroad affects undergraduate
student's global maturity was a useful area to study because it enabled researchers and
administrators to understand how effective study abroad programs are in developing
these abilities. In Kehl's (2006) study, the author attempted to answer many questions in
relation to study abroad programs and their effectiveness in students' develo ment of
global mindedness. The purpose in Kehl' s study was to determine the differences in
outcomes of study abroad length. To accomplish this, the author compared students from
three different Christian universities that participated on short-term and semester length
study abroad programs. Kehl' s study concluded that "there was no basis for concluding
that there were significant differences in the general self-efficacy of students who studied
abroad for eight weeks or less and those who had studied abroad for a semester" (p. 75).
This was helpful information for this study in the sense that it demonstrated that some
experience abroad was better than no experience abroad. Students were able to learn
experientially as well as in other ways on study abroad programs. While longer amounts
of time abroad gave students more opportunities for interaction with locals, the student's
belief that they could experience a multitude of intercultural interactions on a short-term
program abroad should also be taken into consideration.
In Freed's ( 1998) article about study abroad and language acquisition, she posited
that "We have yet to learn about the long-term effect of time spent abroad on language
competence" (p. 52). For this research a strong component of students' intercultural
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abilities hinge on understanding the host culture's language. For this reason it was

[_

important to look at studies that were centered on language acquisition and study abroad.
Hadis (2005) explored the notion that study abroad had the ability to increase the
intellectual, academic, and social aptitude of the participants. Hadis investigated how the
study abroad experience is able to enhance a student's academic ability. Over 700
individuals were contacted and asked to fill out a survey about study abroad in his study,
and only 95 surveys were utilized in his study. His study explored "the cluster of
experiences that participants in study abroad go through-both during their sojourn
abroad and immediately upon return-and how these experiences enhance shifts in their
individual priorities" (p. 58). This study was useful in exploring the idea that students
become more open minded as a result of studying abroad.
Kitsantas (2004) investigated the cross-cultural awareness that college students
develop in relation to their study abroad experiences. In her study 232 students were
questioned about their cross-cultural communication skills after completing a study
abroad program. This study revealed "that overall student's cross-cultural skills and
global understanding improved" (p. 44 I). This finding was relevant to this research
project in the sense that it concluded that many college students who embark on study
abroad programs experienced significant cultural expansion while they were studying
abroad. Additionally this study was very useful in the sense that Kitsantas was looking
specifically at the cross-cultural impact study abroad has on individuals. Kitsantas
discussed that by bringing cross-cultural awareness training to individuals before
departure, they will likely be able to process and adapt to the new culture and
enviromnent while maintaining a balance, socially, emotionally, and otherwise.

15
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Looking at the acculturation process that exchange students go through in Russia
was the focus in Galchenko and van de Vijver's (2007) study. A sample of 168 exchange
students was used for this study. The purpose of this study was to look at the
psychological and socio-cultural adaptation of these students while they were studying in
Russia. This was very helpful information because it was written from a non-U.S.
perspective and focuses on students from China and North Korea. While my own
research project focused on U.S. students who were studying abroad, it was he! fu1 to
obtain a variety of perspectives on acculturation processes.
Tonkin and Quiroga (2004) presented findings of how well students adapted to
host cultures while participating in a service learning program. The authors conducted
interviews with students and tried, from a qualitative approach, to research "student goals
-

and attitudes through data-gathering on past and present students, their opinions, their
career patterns, and experience" (p. 133). The research done on students doing service

~

abroad in relation to the duration oftime they spent abroad, in this case semester and
academic year programs, will be helpful in comparing and contrasting the experiences of
the students who participated on short-term service learning programs.
Additional studies that pertain to learning outcomes in regards long-term
education abroad programs were helpful in this study because they help us understand the
relationship between short-term and long-term learning outcomes. For example, another
study by Hadis (2005) discussed the overall experience of study abroad and the impact
that the experience has had on the students. As the authors study explains returnees form
study abroad programs gain a level of global competence that is hard to achieve if the
individuals would not have exposed themselves to another culture.

16
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Alumni from these programs have returned more worldly than before, are more
interested in international affairs, read newspapers more often than before going
abroad, increase their fluency in other languages, acquire a more solid knowledge
about their host countries' societies and cultural manifestations, and also show
definite signs of personal development: they are more independent, more
outgoing, more friendly toward people from other countries, more self-assured
and uninhibited about traveling to countries where English is not the first
language. (p. 16)
The above-mentioned articles paint a picture on many ofthe broad learning
outcomes from study abroad programs both short-term and long-term. In the next chapter
I will discuss the method that was used to gather the data for this research project.

I
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CHAPTER III.
METHOD

Participants
The data for this research were gathered through a series of individual interviews
with students after their study abroad experiences. The students had completed a study
abroad program with the University of Utah for a short-term (two to eight weeks)
program. The students were selected by responding to an e-mail asking if they were
interested in participating in this study.
Selection of the candidates was based on the following criteria: the students must
not have had any international experience prior to their short-term program abroad; the
individuals had to be enrolled as degree seeking students at the University of Utah; the
students had to have studied abroad on their short-term program abroad in the past three
years. There were over 400 students who participated in the University of Utah's 2008
summer programs. The study abroad application asked the students to indicate if they
have had past international experience. Those that indicated they had no prior
international experience were put on a list. Only 50 of the more than 400 students
participating on the University of Utah 2008 summer programs indicated they had no
prior international experience. And from that number ten students were interviewed.
The other forty students who were asked to participate in this study did not respond to the
e-mail inviting them to participate.
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During the summer of2008, the University of Utah operated 19 study abroad
programs in 14 countries. All ofthe students interviewed participated in one of these
short-term study abroad programs during the summer of 2008. The students were
contacted directly to see if they were interested in assisting with this research project. If

E
additional interviews would have been needed, students who had participated in study
abroad programs in the past three to four years would have been asked ifthey would be
interested in helping with this research project
To begin the selection process, a list of students' names and e-mail addresses was
compiled. In addition to having the student's name and e-mail address on the list, the
specific study abroad program name was also included. For example, there were four
students who studied abroad on our intensive Japanese language program in Osaka,
Japan. All four of these students listed on their University of Utah study abroad
application that they had not had any previous international experience, prior to spending
five weeks in Japan during the summer of2008, so they were invited to be a part of the
study.

Selecting the Interview Method
Conducting individual interviews was selected as the best method for a variety of
reasons. The interviewees participated in a short-term study abroad program, which is a
form of experiential education, so it was very important to look at a student's individual
experience. This distinction is useful because no two students have exactly the same
experience. A positive aspect of conducting individual interviews versus focus groups
was that students were less likely to have their answers shaped by another student's
response to a question.
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The questionnaire (see Appendix A) was developed from a previous research
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project that attempted to gauge students' intercultural competence in relation to their
experience abroad. That research project interviewed students who had studied abroad in
short-term programs and long-term programs. The questions for this survey have been
adapted for students who have not had any previous international experience and only
studied abroad on a short-term program.
To formulate the questions for the interviews it was im ortant to look at a variet
of themes that emerged from the previous research project. Based off of the dominant
themes that emerged from the previous research project questions were formulated to
compliment and gather additional information in relation to the impact that the short-term
study abroad experience had on the interviewee's.

I
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CHAPTER IV.
FINDINGS
The data were analyzed by looking at the various responses from the interviews
based on common themes and the ways the interviewees had chan ed esp,_e""c"'ial'!!!!lvLhwo"'w"'-------~~
their international experience changed their points of view, how they viewed their own
culture as a result of studying abroad, and what the students had learned. Distinguishing
between the varied interviewees who studied in a short-term program was helpful in the
sense that each student offered varied insights into their cultural experiences.
The findings from the interviews supported much of what was reported in the
literature review. This research project asked the following questions: do short-term
study abroad programs impact an individual's intercultural competence, do they influence
their decision to have more international and intercultural contact, and do they affect the
individual's openness. The findings indicated that students who undertake a short-term
study abroad program do expand their cultural understanding and competence. All ten
students interviewed indicated that they would like to have future experiences abroad,
and while the interviewee's levels of openness changed as a result of studying abroad,
some individuals had more dramatic experiences than others in regards to their level of
openness.
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Profiles of Interviews
For the next section of this chapter I have decided to create a profile of each
individual interview that was conducted. While conducting each interview, the
experiences that the interviewee's talked about were noticeably different from each other.
Each individual that was interviewed had a different story to tell based off of the set of
interview questions that were asked. The following section reports the answers that the
interviewees gave to the interview questions in a manner that recounts their individual
experience. It was important to convey their stories in this manner because it paints a
picture of the process of adaptation to the new culture each person went through while
they were on their short-term study abroad program. Demographic data about each
student and place of study is also provided.

Profile One - Susice, Czech Republic
Demographic Information
Sam was raised in the suburbs of Salt Lake City, Utah. He was thirty years old
and was majoring in Elementary Education. Regarding his ethoicity, Sam indicated on
his application that he is white. Sam was a sophomore at the University of Utah. Sam
participated in Project New Eyes, which was a short-term, faculty-led program. During
the summer of 2008 there were eight students who participated in this program.

Value of Study Abroad
In regards to his overall experience of studying abroad in the Czech Republic,
Sam noted that the best thing about living in a small Czech town was the sense of
community that he encountered. He noted, "growing up in the suburbs of Salt Lake
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didn't provide me with a strong sense of community, I mean, I had my own group of
friends, but anyone outside of that was looked upon as a stranger." Sam noticed that
everyone was welcome in Europe; he really enjoyed the sense of community that he felt
during his time in the Czech Republic and Europe in general. Sam noted that his
"positive actions within the community of Susice, affected my relationship with the
community as a whole."

f---------rmlfjlcuttles ofStudy Abroad
Because so much of Sam's experience in the Czech Republic was centered on
community and the people that were closest to him in his community, his most difficult
experience happened while he was living with his Czech host family. His host mother let
him borrow a family guitar and one night during his stay in Susice, Sam took the guitar to
a gathering of friends. Someone at the gathering accidentally stepped on the guitar and
broke the guitar. Returning the broken guitar, which had been in their family for many
years, was the most difficult thing Sam had to do while he was in the Czech Republic. "I
broke down and cried in front of my host mom, my crying was the sincerest apology I
could give her and their family."

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
Sam mentioned that he thought people in the Czech Republic would drink and
smoke heavily. In addition to the drunkenness, Sam mentioned that he tho1;1ght the Czech
Republic's level of sophistication would be less than that of the United States. In regards
to these pre-conceived notions being validated or invalidated, Sam stated that he was
completely wrong regarding the Czech's level of sophistication. In regards to alcohol,
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Sam mentioned that the Czech's do drink quite a bit, however he stated "drinking alcohol
was like a peace pipe to the Czechs, it was something that helped break down any social
barrier. Drinking was a way for them to relax and enjoy each others company and enjoy
yourself."
Duration of Time Spent in Host Country

The length of Sam's program in the Czech Republic was four weeks. When
asked if he wished he would have had more time in the Czech Republic, Sam noted that
he would have liked to spend more time and was certainly happy that his time was not cut
shorter. Sam noted that in the beginning of his time in the Czech Republic he was
nervous about all of the Czech language he was hearing, and by the end of his time
abroad, he felt very comfortable hearing the Czech language or other languages for that
matter.
Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

Sam mentioned the first time he remembered "sticking out like a sore thumb" in a
social setting. He was dating an individual from Peru, and was invited to a party with a
bnnch of her friends. After returning from this trip in the Czech Republic, he felt more
comfortable in social situations that were unfamiliar to him. His opportunity in the
Czech Republic made him feel comfortable being the minority in regards to language.
He stated that "being in a town of eleven thousand people where maybe three percent
speak your native language can be intimidating." Now that Sam has been through this
experience, he reported being more comfortable and confident in unfamiliar cultural
situations. He noted that non-verbal communication greatly impacted his experience in
24
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the Czech Republic. Sam said "I'm now more tactful when I communicate and I
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communicate on a better level than I did before going abroad." He felt like he knew
more about the world and that his experience abroad greatly increased his level of
cultural sensitivity. Sam also noted that afterwards he communicated with people in a
more cultured and tactful manner. Sam noted that he "leamed that my way isn't the only
right way, the Czech way is different from my way but it is just as right as my way is.
You could sa I learned that when it comes to cultural differences it is im ossible to iill.Y<-------i~>'-
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that their way is the wrong way, it's just their way."

Future Experiences Abroad
Sam noted that this experience in the Czech Republic had really made him want
to go abroad again and teach English. He stated that he had such a positive experience
teaching English in the Czech Republic that he hoped to repeat the experience and now
somewhere in Latin America. This experience opened Sam's "cultural frame of
reference" to a dimension that he had not anticipated. The experience ofliving with a
Czech family gave him an opportunity that few have of learning and living within the
norms of another culture.

Change and Personal Growth
Sam noted that he wanted to teach in the public educational system before he
went abroad. Because he had such a positive experience doing so, he said that he will
continue with that plan. The focus of his teaching credentials had changed as a result of
studying abroad in the sense that he now planned on obtaining a TESOL certificate and a
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minor in ESL. Sam's final statements summed up the personal growth he had while in
the Czech Republic:
this experience in the Czech Republic took away a lot of fear that I had about
travel and getting out of my comfort zone. I'm not afraid of other cultures. There
is a lot oflove, enjoyment and discovery that comes from travelling abroad. It
has given me more interest in the world and helped me become a part of history.

Profile Two - Oviedo, Spain

Jonathan was a twenty-year-old sophomore majoring in History at the University
of Utah. Regarding his ethnicity, Jonathan indicated that he is white. Jonathan
participated in the Intensive Spanish Language program in Oviedo, Spain. There were
thirty-three students who participated in this five week, faculty-led study abroad program.

Value ofStudy Abroad
The most valuable component of Jonathan's study abroad experience was how
much his ability to speak the Spanish language increased. For him, learning how to
communicate in a second language opened up many doors that he was not expecting. He
commented that it enabled him to communicate in a new way. For Jonathan studying
abroad in a language different from his native language opened his eyes to the larger
world.
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Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
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When asked about the most difficult challenge he faced while studying abroad,
Jonathan mentioned that his first week or so in Oviedo was a little confusing because he
had a hard time finding his way around the city. He noted that he lived quite a bit farther
away from the university than the majority of the students in the program. That being
said, transportation was a difficulty for Jonathan while he was in Spain because he
needed to factor in additional time for

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
Jonathan mentioned that he was told that he would have culture shock; he also
mentioned that he didn't experience anything of the sort while he was in Spain. He also
mentioned that people told him that the people in Spain would be difficult and he would
need to be very careful about what he said and did while he was in Spain and more
specifically what he said and did while he was with his host family. Jonathan mentioned
that every preconceived notion he had of Spain was completely invalidated after spending
five weeks in Oviedo.

;;;-

Duration of Time Spent in Host Country
Because Jonathan experienced such dramatic language acquisition while he was
in Oviedo, he wished he would have been able to spend more time in the host country.
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Jonathan mentioned that he loved going to school in Spain. While he was there he
developed a strong friendship with his host mother and he mentioned that he would have
liked to have more time with her. As the program came to a conclusion, he was very sad
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to see it end. Being able to communicate with another person in a different language
contributed to the strong friendship that he formed with his host mother.

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction
Now that Jonathan has had this experience in Oviedo, he mentioned that he felt
much more comfortable in unfamiliar social situations. His host mother helped shape his
positive experience in Spain. He noted that he would have struggled to make any
progress in understanding the host culture had he not had the opportunity to interact with
her frequently. It was obligatory for him to communicate in Spanish with his host mother
as his purpose was to learn her language. Jonathan noted that he had to either adjust to
their language or "limp along." In regards to unfamiliar cultural situations, Jonathan
mentioned that he had not had many unfamiliar cultural situations. He also mentioned
that if he had not had this experience in Oviedo, he would be much more cautious or
reserved when placed in an unfamiliar situation. Jonathan mentioned that having preconceived notions of another country or culture is wrong. This experience in Spain
taught him that he needed "to be open-minded about cultural differences."

Future Experiences Abroad
Jonathan reported that he was greatly looking forward to his next experience
abroad. While he did not mention when that might be or where he plans on going, he
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said that his first experience abroad made the decision for him: he needed to go abroad
again. He was excited to see what it would be like going abroad for a second time.
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Change and Personal Growth
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Since returning from abroad, Jonathan decided to take on a minor in Latin
American studies and Spanish. The experience abroad changed Jonathan in "a lot of
ways," he mentioned that he is now really excited about his life and the adventures that
await him. He noted that he was sort of drifting through college and then he had this
experience in Spain and it "jolted me awake." As a result he was looking forward to

t-----fi"'m"i"'sh"i""n,g his undergraduate degree, then gcing on to graduate school and hopefull,___ _ _ _ _ _~Oc
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having many international experiences in between the two.

Profile Three -Alexandria, Egypt
Demographic Information
Sarah was a twenty-six -year old senior majoring in Political Science at the
University of Utah. Sara was one of two individuals who conducted an interview with
me on the telephone. Also, she did not indicate her ethnic origin on her study abroad
application. Sarah participated in the short-term, faculty-led program in Alexandria,
Egypt. There were fourteen students who participated in this program during the sununer
of2008.

Value ofStudy Abroad
When asked what the most valuable component of her international experience
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was, Sarah stated that the time she spent with native speakers can not be replicated in the
classroom. It was quite obvious from the beginning of our interview that Sarah's
experience in Egypt was transformative. For Sarah, her experience in Egypt was not
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what she was expecting, especially in relation to the difference in gender roles being
different from gender roles in her native country.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
While she stated that she felt the time she had with native Egyptian speakers was
invaluable, she was very noticeably disappointed with the program in regards to her
language ability and what she learned. She noted that the program in Alexandria was not
designed for first-year language students and she did not feel that the "prerequisite
language classes I took gave me enough preparation for being immersed in the host
language." Sarah had expectations for this study abroad program that were not met and it
was very noticeable during our phone interview that she was not impressed with her
experience in Egypt and her expectations were not met. Sarah also had an extremely
difficult time with the difference in gender roles, noting that females in Egypt are treated
differently from females in the United States.

;
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Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
Sarah mentioned that she had talked to several Egyptians before departing on her
trip and she was left with the pre-conceived notions that Egyptians were very welcoming.
She also had the pre-conceived notion that Egyptians love it when you learn about their
culture. She also thought that their society as a whole was not sexist. Sarah noted that
the men on her faculty-led program had a completely different experience in Egypt than
the women. While it was acceptable for men to go out to late night parties at hookah
joints, she noted that this was social taboo for the women to be seen in this setting.
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Duration of Time Spent in Host Country
In regards to program length Sarah was "very disappointed in the time frame of
the program, it was too short." Because she returned from her program abroad thinking
that her Arabic language skills would be to the point where she could take a certain level
Arabic class. Upon enrolling in this class, she realized that she was way behind the rest
of the
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in the class and she would need to re-enroll in one of the classes she took

in Alexandria. She was very disappointed about that.

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction
When asked ifthis program had increased her social comfort level, Sarah replied
by saying "honestly this experience did nothing to increase my social comfort level. I've
never had social anxiety because I grew up in an immigrant family." She stated that she
now had an increased awareness of the importance gender plays in Middle Eastern
culture and it gave her more awareness of gender inequality. She stated that being female
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in Middle Eastern society was difficult for someone who was not use to it.

Future Experiences Abroad
When I spoke with Sarah and asked her if she would like to go abroad again, she
said that this has yet to be determined. She would like to do this if the opportunity arose,
but stressed the importance of location. She also stated that if she did go abroad again, it
would be in the capacity of an employee. Sarah noted that this experience cemented her
need to interact with communities and cultures that were different from hers. At the same
time, however, she seriously stressed that if she did go abroad again she would need "a
grounding agent which I get from people who are like me."
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Change and Personal Growth

[_

Sarah noted that her experience in Alexandria made her aware of the fact that
there were regions of the world that you needed to know about. She said that you really
needed to know what you were getting and where you were going. Before she studied
abroad, she wanted to pursue a Master of Arts in Middle Eastern Studies. Now that she
had had this experience in Egypt, she planned to pursue a Master of Public
Administration and she said that her study abroad program in EgYJlt was the whole reason

=

she decided to change.
She noted that her experience in Egypt was awesome and it was helping to throw
all of her pre-conceived notions out. She also noted that the gender inequality was very
noticeable to her and that because of the gender imbalance it shaped her experience in a
way that she was not expecting.

Profile Four- Gij6n, Spain
Demographic Information
McCall was a twenty-two-year old senior majoring in Modem Dance at the
University of Utah. She participated in the Gij6n, Spain intensive language program that
is designed for students who have completed at least five semesters of Spanish language
classes at the university level or the equivalent. There were nineteen students who
participated in this faculty-led study abroad program.

Value ofStudy Abroad

I
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When talking to McCall she noted that the cultural experience that she had in
Spain was the most important aspect of her time spent overseas. For her being fully
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immersed in the host culture gave her an experience that was unimaginable. By spending
five weeks in a place that few tourists frequent, McCall experienced what it was like to
be an unfamiliar person in an unfamiliar place.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
The most challenging component of her study abroad program was learning a new
language. Several of the participants on the program had a lot of previous experience
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speaking Spanish and she noted that this was somewhat intimidating. It was difficult for
McCall to keep up with the language learners who had a lot more exposure to the Spanish
language than she had had.

Pre-Conceived Notions of Host Country
McCall noted that she was imagining Spain to be this "cool exotic and historical
place." While she noted the history was vast in Spain, she stated that it was mostly just
Spanish people living their lives as usual. She had almost built Spain up as this fantasy
like place that was a secret from the rest of the world. Because she had the opportunity to
live with a Spanish host family she was able to get an insiders look at the town, and was
able to invalidate many of her pre-conceived notions she had about Spain.

Duration of Time Spen't in Host Country
Because she loved the Spanish culture so much she wished the program had been
longer. McCall noted that she really enjoyed being in Spain and wished that she was able
to spend more time in Spain because she would have liked to see a lot more of the
country.
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Impact on Social Comfort Level, Urifamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

Because of her experience abroad, McCall felt more comfortable in unfamiliar
social situations. At her job she used Spanish with some of her co-workers and she
mentioned that she was more comfortable speaking the language with them. Studying
abroad gave her a more open mind. She understood and respected peoples' differences
and believed that she had become much wiser as a result of studying abroad. From
stud in abroad she learned that she should thi
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personal question, and she noted that she no longer asked questions for the sake of asking
the questions. "I'm sincere when asking the questions, and I feel like the questions I ask

I

people now are more genuine." She also noted that because of this the people felt like
she was taking a sincere interest in them when she was asking the question.

Future Experiences Abroad

In regards to future international travel, McCall stated that she would love to
travel abroad again. She did not mention that she had any immediate plans to go abroad
again in the near future, however if the opportunity came up, she would certainly want to
go abroad again.

Change and Personal Growth

From her experience abroad McCall learned that she could "survive in this kind of
situation." Also she reiterated the point of how open she was as an individual as a result
of her experience studying abroad. She greatly enjoyed interacting with the Spanish
people and the diversity within the Spanish culture made a profound impact on her
experience abroad. She mentioned that she would continue studying the Spanish
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language. McCall also mentioned that having this experience abroad has allowed her to
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know and understand the things she liked and disliked about American culture. McCall
mentioned that she gained a new appreciation of where she came from as a result of
studying in Spain.

Profile Five- Valparaiso, Chile
Demographic Information
Amy was a twenty-five-year old senior majoring in History at the University of
Utah. She participated in the University of Utah intensive language program in
Valparaiso, Chile. This intensive language program was designed for beginning,
intermediate, and advanced language learners. There were thirty one students who
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participated in this program in Chile.

Value ofStudy Abroad
Amy's experience gave her a remarkable sense of humbleness that she did not
have before she left the United States. Because of her language abilities she noted that
she was only able to communicate with people on the "surface" level. For Amy, this led
to a strange sense of isolationism that she had not felt prior to leaving the United States.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
For Amy the hardest part of her study abroad program was the language. As she
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mentioned it was difficult not being able to communicate her thoughts in an articulate
=

manner in another language. Additionally, Amy had a hard time staying only in
Valparaiso for five weeks. She had actually completed the majority of her requirements
for graduation and really wanted to travel throughout Chile. Because of the nature of the
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program, she was required to spend most of her time in Valparaiso and was only able to
take a couple of weekend excursions.

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
When asked about pre-conceived notions of Chile, Amy responded by saying that
she was envisioning her experience in Valparaiso as being "an old world urban
experience." To her dismay, she was disappointed when she actually lived in Vifia del
Mar, which she described as being very suburban. Amy also mentioned that she had
envisioned a "winter wonderland" and that the skiing in Chile would be excellent. She
did note that her pre-conceived notions of Valparaiso were correct. She described it as
being a very old world city; it was the suburban component of Vifia del Mar that caught
her off guard. She noted that the skiing in Chile was not that great, but the wine was
absolutely wonderful.

Duration of Time Spent in Host Country
Of the ten students, Amy was the only student who would have liked her time in
the host country to have been shorter. She felt like she had seen everything she wanted to
see in Valparaiso. She felt like she was confined to a small city where there was not a
whole lot accessible. While she mentioned that she wanted to travel around more, she
felt like she had seen all there was to see in Valparaiso. She also noted that at the end of
her five weeks abroad, it was difficult for her to socialize.
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Impact on Social Comfort Level, Urifamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction
Upon returning from this experience abroad, Amy remarked that she would be
much more comfortable in a room full of people from countries different from her own.
She stated that her experience abroad was very challenging because of her language
skills. Regardless of that, she believed that her social comfort level, especially in regards
to cross-cultural communication had increased dramatically as a result of the time she
s ent in Chile. Since she had retnrned to the U.S .. she had time ta_d_ec_ompressJnregard.,__----~"
~
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to her experience abroad; she now realized how comfortable she had become in
unfamiliar cultural settings or cross-cultural situations as a result of studying abroad in
Chile.
Amy told a story about taking a bus from Salt Lake City to Phoenix after her
journey to Chile. She noticed a man struggling with his English language skills and she
stepped in to help him. She stated that if she had not taken the initiative to go and study
in Chile for five weeks, she would not have had the courage or knowledge to help this
individual.

Future Experiences Abroad
When asked about her future plans to travel abroad, Amy mentioned that she did
not envision herself permanently living in another country. She indicated that she loves
international travel and greatly looks forward to her next international experience. She
also indicated that if presented with the opportunity, she would certainly participate in
another study abroad program. She stated that this experience in Chile was the gateway
to her future travels in new countries.
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Change and Personal Growth
After completing her study abroad program, Amy graduated from the University
of Utah. She said that studying abroad had made a huge change in her life. She realized
after her experience in Chile, that she might like to travel abroad again and teach English
as a second language. Besides this Amy experienced a tremendous amount of personal
growth in the sense that her level of confidence was greatly boosted as a result of
stud in abroad. In addition to havin more confidence, she came to understand what it
was like to be the gentleman at the Greyhound stations struggling with a second
language. This experience abroad made her more humble.

Profile Six - Cuernavaca, Mexico
Demographic Information
Justin was a twenty-two-year old senior majoring in Human Development and
Family Studies at the University of Utah. He participated in the short-term service
learning program in Cuemavaca, Mexico. Faculty members from the University of Utah,
College of Social Work and the Department of Family and Consumer Studies, led this
short-term study abroad program. There were eleven students who participated in this
program during the summer of 2008. Justin indicated his ethnic origin as being white.

Value ofStudy Abroad
According to Justin the most valuable thing he took away from his experience of
studying in Mexico was the cultural experience. As he described his experience, noted
that it was nothing short of transformative. Justin talked about how he witnessed his
American dynamics through the lens of the Mexican culture. As a result of this, Justin
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noted that his understanding of the American culture and where he came from had
increased to a level that would not have been attained if he had stayed in the United
States. Because of this experience Justin was forced to think about issues such as
immigration, poverty, and health care in a new light. In the interview Justin noted that
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spending four weeks on a social work program in Mexico had changed his understanding
of humanity and changed his understanding in an effective manner that would benefit the
individuals he worked with in the future.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
The language barriers that Justin encountered in Mexico were great and
unexpected. He thought that the language would not have been such a challenge, and
was really surprised by the barrier language created for him while he was in Mexico.
While Justin had some background in Spanish, he noted that his years of previous study
were not enough. While the communication was difficult, Justin noted that it was very
helpful having individuals in his group who were able to communicate more effectively
in Spanish.

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
Before Justin went to Mexico, he noted that he had always thought of Mexico as
being a place with an increased state of poverty from the United States. He also
mentioned that he was shocked by the socio-economic divide amongst the Mexican
population. In addition to the socio-economic divide, Justin also had the pre-conceived
notion that more people in Mexico spoke English. His pre-conceived notions, especially
in regards to language, changed drastically as a result of his decision to study abroad.
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Now that Justin had this experience in Mexico he became more empathetic toward the
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many Mexicans who also lived in his community in Salt Lake City, especially in regards
to the language barrier many of them faced.

Duration of Time Spent in Host Country

Justin wished that he would have had more time in Mexico. He stated that the
social work program was extremely time consuming. During his time in Mexico, the
-
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days were full of activities from the morning to the evening. While this was beneficial
for Justin and his understanding of the social services of Mexico, he noted that it would
have been nice to spend some time in Cuemavaca without the hustle and bustle of the
program. He stated that "It was an exhausting experience. It would have been nice to
spread out the social work projects and intensify the language component. There was a
lot of potential learning that was missed as a result of everything on this program being ·
shoved into a four-week experience."

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

Justin's overall social comfort level had not changed as a result of his study
abroad program. He stated that he was generally a "cautious" person when he was
entering a situation that was new or unknown to him. He stated that whenever he was in
a new situation he took a step back and was naturally a reserved person. He did note that
as a result of this experience abroad he was pushed toward more interaction with people
from cultures that were different from his own, though while in Mexico his interactions
with locals were limited due to his Spanish language abilities. Justin also talked about his
willingness to engage in new cultural activities. Despite his willingness to participate in
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new cultural activities, he noted that he was still very reserved with new cultural
experiences until they became familiar to him. Before he had the opportunity to go
abroad, Justin noted that he worked a lot with the Latina/Latino community in Salt Lake
City. Now that he had this experience abroad, he felt very comfortable with their culture
and enviromnent. He indicated that he did not really feel comfortable within this
community before he had this experience.

Future Experiences Abroad
As far as living abroad permanently or for an extended period of time, Justin
indicated that he did not foresee himself doing that in the future. He indicated that he
would really enjoy the opportunity to study abroad again on a similar service learning
program. Justin admitted that he had doubts and speculations about what it would be like
to study abroad. He felt like this program was very smooth. He also felt like he would
be able to go abroad again without the large support group that he had while he was on
the short-term faculty-led program. He felt like the process of studying abroad was very
smooth.

Change and Personal Growth
Justin noted that that this program had a major impact on him. He noted that this
program served as a wonderful point on his resume. He also noted that he was able to
learn a lot about the Mexican culture that he was not expecting. He found it interesting
that he went to the capital of Mexico twice, yet never visited the capital of his own
country.
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Justin noted that one of the most important things he learned from his experience
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in Cuernavaca concerned the topic of immigration, which had taken on such a negative
tone in the United States. He noted that most Americans did not understand that many
Mexicans that came to the United States to work sacrifice a tremendous amount to make
their lives better and improve the lives of their families. Justin noted how difficult it
must have been for a lot of the Mexicans working and living in the United States to
acclimate to a new Ian ua e and culture.

Profile Seven -London, England
Demographic Information
Lili was a twenty-two-year old senior at the University of Utah majoring in
Theatre Studies. She participated in the Theatre, Fine Arts and Humanities program in
London, England. This was a short-term faculty-led program that was run through the
Theatre Department. There were thirteen students who participated in this program. On
her application Lili indicated her ethnicity as being white.

Value ofStudy Abroad
When we began our interview Lili, noted that from her experience abroad she had
learned that the world as a whole was a good place. She also mentioned that no matter
where you go in the world, people have the same wants and needs.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
In regards to the difficulties that Lili encountered while she studied abroad, she
mentioned that it was very difficult living with fourteen people in a small space. By
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living in a small space with these individuals, she noted that they all were able to "deal
with it" and it changed them as a group.
In the beginning it was quite difficult for Lili in regards to being outside of her
comfort zone. She noted that she was now much more willing to try new things as a
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result of her study abroad program. The group dynamic had a very strong impact on Lili
and her experience in London. She stated that she "did things with this group that I
wouldn't have normall done b m self." In addition to this. Lili notedJlllt~=!l.-----~:=
~

got lost in London at one point during the program abroad and it was very difficult
finding their way back.

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country

Before Lili went to England she had imagined that the culture would be very
similar to that of the United States and it would be very expensive. She noted that these
pre-conceived notions were validated. Lili indicated that she noticed a lot of similarities
between the cultures of the United States and the United Kingdom. She also noticed that
everything was more than twice as expensive as it was in the United States.

Duration of Time Spent in Host Country

The amount of time Lili spent in the United Kingdom was not enough for her.
She noted that there were several shows and plays she would have liked to have seen in
London. In addition to seeing more shows, Lili wanted to take more side trips and see
more of the country in general. Because everything in the United Kingdom was so new
to her, Lili mentioned that she felt like she could have occupied a lot of free time with
new and interesting things that she would not have been able to do in the United States.

43

I

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

As a result of her time abroad Lili noted that she felt more comfortable in a room
full of people from cultures different from her own. As a result of her experience abroad,
Lili noted that she was more confident and was less shy. She mentioned that she was
much more outgoing and not afraid to try new things because ofthis experience she had
in London. Before she went abroad she did not like trying new foods, but now that she
has had this opportunit she was not so reluctant to try new foods.
She mentioned that it was much easier for her to meet people as a result of this
experience abroad. It is not as intimidating meeting a new person and she stated that she
felt like she can jump right in and establish a friendship. As a result of her time abroad
Lili noticed that she communicated differently with people in general. She stated that her
communication skills had improved as a result of her participation on the program in
London.

Future Experiences Abroad

Lili mentioned that she would "love to study abroad again." She had no definite
plans in the future to do so, but if the opportunity came up, she would be very interested
in doing so. She stated that she would like to travel to more destinations internationally
in the future and that this program in the United Kingdom greatly influenced her decision
to make future travel plans abroad. For Lili it was very interesting for her to visit a place
that was much older than the United States. Having access to all of the wonderful art
exhibits and cultural events was one of the highlights for Lili. She mentioned that she
was very reticent about the idea of going some place new, but now that she had had this
experience abroad she was encouraging all of her friends to go abroad.

44

I

Change and Personal Growth
Lili stated that this program fulfilled credits toward her degree in theatre studies
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and that was a very important deciding factor of whether or not she should go abroad.
She was very happy that she decided to go abroad because in addition to fulfilling
graduation requirements, she made a lot of new friends. She also noted that she planned
to have children some day and wanted her children to have the same opportunity to study
abroad. She noted that this experience had changed her worldview somewhat and that
she believed that people should just be classified as people. She had gained a great desire
to share the arts and culture with everyone as a result of studying abroad.

Profile Eight- Tours, France
Demographic Information
Liz participated in the five-week intensive French language program. She was a
twenty-one-year old sophomore studying Mass Communication. There were thirty-two
students who participated in the intensive French language program in Tours. On her
application, Liz indicated her ethnicity as white.

Value ofStudy Abroad
In our interview, Liz made it very clear that the most valuable component of her
study abroad program was the opportunity of being immersed in a culture different from
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her own. Being able to see how people live in a place that was completely different from
where she came from had a profound impact on her. In addition to this, Liz mentioned
that she was very interested in how the French cultural norms differed from her own. Liz
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also spoke of the values and how the French value some things more than Americans and
vice versa.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad

Liz stated that the most challenging obstacle for her while she was in France was
learning and understanding the French language. She mentioned that she lived with a
French speaking family and just getting down some of the "conversational, day-to-day
basics" was really difficult for her.

Pre-Conceived Notions of Host Country

In regards to pre-conceived notions of France, Liz was under the impression that
the French people were rude and snobby. She also thought that all French people disliked
Americans. Another pre-conceived notion that Liz had about French people was that
they were very much into fashion. In general, Liz thought that France would be very

;;
i
-

different from the United States.
Most of her pre-conceived notions were invalidated. She stated that all of the
French people she met with were incredibly hospitable and nice to her. Because her
purpose was to learn how to speak French, Liz noted that the majority of the people she
met were very patient and accommodating with her and the process she was going
through to learn the language.
Liz talked about the cultural difference between France and the United States in
relation to men and women. She mentioned it was common courtesy to smile at someone
you pass on the street in the United States, however if a female smiles at a male on the
street in France, the man would take this to mean that the woman had a sexual interest in
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him. Liz mentioned that it was quite uncommon in France to smile at people on the
streets.

Duration of Time Spent in Host Country

In regards to the amount of time that Liz spent in France, she described it as being
"just perfect." She then noted that she certainly would not have wanted her time in
France to have been any shorter. If anything, Liz stated that she wanted her time in
France to be a "bit longer."

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

Being in France for five weeks put Liz completely outside of her social comfort
zone. She stated that this was a positive experience because it taught her to approach any
situation with a "completely open mind" and not to assume that everyone is coming from
the same "cultural mindset" as you are. As a result of this, Liz noted that she was much
more open socially. Things that she might have considered culturally inappropriate now
might not seem so inappropriate.
Being in an unfamiliar cultural situation was more uncomfortable for Liz before
she spent five weeks in France. She stated that she was now more comfortable in cultural
situations that she was not familiar with. Liz also noted that she was eager to learn about
different cultures before she went to France, but now that she has had a short-term
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experience in France, she has a "heightened" sense of interest in cultures different from
her own. She stated that she felt more comfortable asking questions about cultural
differences. By learning some of the cultural perspectives of the French, Liz was now
able to approach unfamiliar cultural situations with more openness.
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Now that she had had this experience in France, Liz remarked that she had more
"curiosity" in people from cultures that were different from her own. She mentioned that
she "shows an automatic interest" in their cultural background and their native language.
She mentioned that she wanted to learn about their language and culture. Regarding the
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language, she was very interested in "slang" and how it constantly changes. Liz noted
that overall this experience had significantly increased her interest in culture.

Future Experiences Abroad

As a result of studying abroad, Liz noted that she planned on living and travelling
abroad again. Her experience in France opened up her mind to the possibility of pursuing
a career in a different country.

Change and Personal Growth

Liz noted that she had changed a lot as a result of studying abroad. She changed
in ways that were apparent on the surface and her ability to articulate the inward change
that happened as a result of studying abroad was very impressive. She noted that her
time in France had allowed her to get to know herself on a level that she did not realize
was possible. Her journey of self-exploration on this short-term study abroad program
had given her a much better understanding of her purpose in life and why she was
interested in pursuing a career in journalism.
By coming to the realization that "there was a lot more out there that what I am
used to" Liz noted that she has matured from an individual who did not really notice
cultural differences into an individual who embraced cultural differences and wanted to
learn as much as she could about the cultural differences. She noted that she had always
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wanted to travel abroad but was never eager to "live" abroad. Now that she had this
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opportunity, she learned how to embrace the differences one encounters when in a
different culture. She stated "now I want to make myself a part of the different cultures."
Before Liz went abroad she had very little interest in international affairs. As a
result of this experience in France, her interest and awareness of international affairs had
increased significantly. She noted that "I now have a deeper interest in the history of
other countries, their genealogy, their herita e and how it relates to the countrv it is
today." She remarked that as a result of studying abroad she appreciated cultural
differences, diversity, and non-verbal communication. She was taught patience in
communication on her study abroad program. Before this experience Liz stated that she
would get frustrated with individuals who did not speak the same native language as she
did. Now, she said that was no longer the case and she wanted to take time and help
people learn her native language.
Lastly, Liz mentioned that she wanted to gain a better understanding of the
economy, health care, and politics of the United States and how these topics affect other
cultures economies, health care, and political systems. The last statement that Liz made
which summed up her experience was "This experience abroad has given me the big
picture."

Profile Nine -Multiple Cities, Costa Rica
Demographic Information
Sarah was a twenty-four-year old junior at the University of Utah. Sara was
majoring in Enviromnental Studies and participated in the short-term faculty-led
enviromnental studies study abroad program that traveled to various locations throughout
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the country of Costa Rica. The program was four weeks in duration and emphasized
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sustainability and environmental tourism in Costa Rica. There were nineteen students
who participated in the environmental studies program in Costa Rica. Sarah did not
indicate her ethnic origin on her application for study abroad.
Value ofStudy Abroad

For Sarah, the most valuable learning opportunity she had while she was studying
abroad was bemg able to compare the way oflife in the United States to the way of life in
Costa Rica. From this, Sarah noted that she had a much different appreciation for her life
in the United States. She noted that if she would not have taken this opportunity to study
abroad, she would not have been able to make this comparison.
Difficulties ofStudy Abroad

Sarah mentioned that the most difficult aspect of the study abroad program in
Costa Rica was adjusting to the group dynamic. Because there were nineteen students
who were with each other for four weeks, twenty-four hours a day, it was difficult
adjusting to personalities that did not fall in sync with hers. She mentioned that clicks
formed in the group and as a whole she did not fit into the group very well.

Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country

Sarah imagined that Costa Rica was very "rain forested" and much more primitive
than she found it to be. She noted that she was surprised that Costa Rica was developed
as it was. Sarah read a couple of guide books prior to departing to Costa Rica and they
led her to believe that most families in Costa Rica were very traditional. Sarah
mentioned that the family she stayed for one week of the program did not fall into this
50
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role. She lived with a divorced female and her two daughters. All three women worked
and supported each other. The male/female roles that she envisioned were pre-conceived
notions that were invalidated.
Sarah mentioned that she had the pre-conceived notion that there would be many
different cultures within Costa Rica. She said she envisioned seeing a lot of "palm oil
and bananas." She ended this part ofthe interview by saying that all of her pre-conceived
notions of Costa Rica were complete! invalidated.
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Duration of Time Spent in Host Country

The amount of time that Sarah spent in Costa Rica was "a good amount oftime."
She did mention that because of the group dynamic, many of people in the group were
ready to depart because they were getting tired of each other's company.

Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction

As a result of her short-term study abroad program, Sarah mentioned that she
would now feel more comfortable in a room full of people from cultures different from
her own. By living with a host family Sarah was exposed to a new way of life that helped
her understand cultural differences between the United States and Costa Rica and the host
family experience gave Sarah a "base for comparison" between the two cultures. Her
host mother and sisters were able to help Sarah understand the concept of a town center.
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Being placed in an unfamiliar cultural situation was not so strange to Sarah anymore
because she had been abroad. She noted that she did not feel "clueless" about cultural
experiences and differences because her time in Costa Rica had allowed her to better
understand her own American culture.
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Now that Sarah had this experience abroad, she was less quick to assume that
there would be a language barrier between her and a person from a different ethnic
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background. Sarah indicated that she understood the complexity of life a lot more as a
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result of studying abroad.
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Future Experiences Abroad

The experience that Sarah had in Costa Rica made her realize that she wanted to
go abroad again, live with a Spanish-speaking family and really learn the language. Now
that she had the chance to live in Costa Rica, the thought of international travel was not
so intimidating to her. She had a very comfortable experience and believed that it would
be easier for her to step outside her comfort zone and take on international travel in a
country like Nicaragua.

Change and Personal Growth

Since returning from abroad, Sarah mentioned that she constantly looked for
opportunities to talk about the experience she had in Costa Rica. She said that reminders
of her time abroad were still showing up in little areas of her life. She gave the example
of sneezing. In Costa Rica, the first time someone sneezes they say, "salud," the second
time, they say "amor," and the third time, they say "dinero."
There were also certain things in American culture that she found disappointing
after her return from abroad. She really missed the sense of community that she felt
while she was in Costa Rica. Sarah mentioned that the concept of the town center in the
United States was missing and along with that Americans were missing the strong sense
of community that the town center brought to a culture. Sarah stated that she felt lucky to
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live in the United States, but there were a lot of things that the Costa Ricans had figured
out that the Americans had not figured out. She stated that "their way of life was much
more relaxed than ours."

Profile Ten- Buenos Aires, Argentina
Demographic Information
Dara was a twenty-year-old freshman who participated in the short-term, history
and politics program m Buenos Aires. She did not indicate her ethnic background on her
study abroad application. There were thirteen students who participated in this facultyled program.

Value ofStudy Abroad
For Dara the most valuable thing she learned from her program in Argentina was
what it was like to live in a wealthy country with phenomenal public services. Making
the comparison between the public services in Argentina and the United States made a
remarkable impact on her experience in Argentina.

Difficulties ofStudy Abroad
Dara stated the "overall the trip abroad was challenging." She noted that there
was very little assistance given to the participants on the program which she found
difficult. Academically, she noted that it was very hard to get through the course work
with out a lot of support. The combination of little academic support and little support
overall made this experience difficult for Dara.
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Pre-Conceived Notions ofHost Country
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Dara created visions of South America in her head that resembled beautiful
landscapes, and a "nice lady that hugs you and bundles you in your arms." Additionally,
she had the idea that many of the people were very open and accepting of people for who
they were. Dara mentioned that her pre-conceived notions of Argentina were validated
for the most part. The quaint images were not really validated, but the people were very
accommodating.

Duration ofTime Spent in Host Country

When confronted with this question, Dara stated that the program length was the
perfect amount of time. At that point in her life she stated that she would not have
wanted to spend any additional time abroad.
Impact on Social Comfort Level, Unfamiliar Cultural Situations and Cultural Interaction
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Dara mentioned that her experience in Argentina did not increase her social
comfort level. She stated that her experience gave her a lot more empathy for individuals
from countries different from her own. She also stated that in regards to unfamiliar
cultural situations, her comfort level was the same. She talked about growing up in New
York City and being exposed to a variety of cultural differences in New York.
In regards to cultural interaction, Dara noted that her experience in Argentina
gave her a lot of exposure to Spanish. As a result, her ability to communicate in the
language increased a lot and improved her cultural interaction with individuals she met in
Argentina. She also mentioned that she now understands the difficulties that immigrants
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face in regards to language. As a result of her first experience abroad she noted that she
~
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no longer becomes frustrated with individuals who are learning a second language.

Future Experiences Abroad
She stated that her first experience abroad had sparked a desire in her to see as
much of the world as possible. She enjoyed "falling asleep on a plane and waking up on
the other side of the world." Dara had since set up another study abroad program for a
semester in Granada, Spain.

Change and Personal Growth
Dara noted that this experience abroad had increased her desire to do a lot more
international work. Additionally, her experience was a great way to earn credits toward
graduation and the overall experience was very educational and entertaining.
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CHAPTERV.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
In order to interpret the interviewee's data collectively, the following chapter will
introduce the various themes that emerged from the interviews.
The responses to the first question had a variety of results. When asked about the
most valuable thing learned from studying abroad, two students stated that their increased
second language capacity was the most valuable aspect. Three ofthe ten students
interviewed responded to this question stating that their cultural experience abroad was
the most valuable element to their time abroad. The first question revealed the following
common themes: culture, individualism, language, and community. When looking at
these themes it is important to take into consideration that this is the first intercultural
exposure that these individuals have had in an international setting. The learning that
takes place on an international experience is vast and can change individual's perceptions
of themselves and the world for the better. Additionally, intercultural communication
enables students to dramatically increase their ability to communicate in an intercultural
context. Williams (2005) investigated the intercultural communication skills of students
who studied abroad and the results of her study indicated that "students who studied
abroad generally showed a greater increase in intercultural communication skills than the
students who did not study abroad" (p. 368).
56

I

Question number two attempted to gauge the challenges that students face during
their first time abroad. The most prevalent theme that emerged from this question was
centered along the lines oflanguage. Five ofthe respondents mentioned that language
was the most challenging component to their time abroad. One individual stated "for the
first time in my life I could only communicate with people on the surface level. This
gave me a strange sense of isolationism." In addition to communication difficulties, one
interviewee mentioned that adjusting to a new living environment was the most
challenging issue she faced.
Looking at pre-conceived notions of the host countries the interviewees visited
was an important question that yielded a range of results. A pre-conceived notion
indirectly deals with stereotypes. Many of the individuals who were interviewed in this
study did have pre-conceived notions about their host country. Almost all of the
interviewees stated that their pre-conceptions of their host country were invalidated after
spending a short amount of time there. Many of the interviewees noted .that their preconceived notions of their host country were actually the exact opposite of what they
were expecting. For example, one individual who studied in France stated that she
thought the French would be "mean" and "snobby" yet after spending five weeks there,
she noted, "the French were not mean I was completely wrong. The people I encountered
were so patient with me and wanted to help me learn how to speak French."

I

Because the focus of this research project is analyzing the impact of short-term
study abroad programs, it was important to ask the interviewees questions about the
duration of their time abroad. Of the individuals interviewed six of the ten stated that
they wished they would have had more time in their host country. Only one student
57

=

indicated that her short-term experience abroad was too long, and the others indicated
that the duration oftheir short-term program abroad was the perfect amount of time. This
data can be interpreted from a variety of angles. Of the six individuals who stated they
wish their program would have been longer, it is important to remember that all of these
~--

individuals have not spent any time in a country different from their own before this
experience. One might argue that had the short-term opportunity not been available for
these individuals, they might not have taken the opportunity to visit another countr on
their own. Students who study abroad for a long-term or short-term often have situations
arise that cannot be replicated in their native country, for example being placed in a room
full of strangers can be a challenging situation for anyone, especially when everyone in
the room knows each other and you are the outsider.
Question number seven looked at the individuals' social comfort level and how
their experience abroad impacted their social comfort level. There were an assortment of
answers, but the overall theme that emerged from this topic was that social comfort levels
increased as a result of this short-term experience abroad. While some individuals
commented that they are still socially "cautious," having the experience abroad has
enabled them to come into an unknown social event or gathering with a new perspective.
The short-term experience abroad has allowed them the opportunity to be uncomfortable,
and eventually tum an uncomfortable situation into a situation that is comfortable.
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Question number eight, which tried to interpret how the participants interacted in
new ways with individuals from cultures different from their own, revealed overall
positive responses. Some individuals thought that their interactions have not changed,
and others stated that they have changed drastically. A couple of individuals noted that
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they are much more outgoing towards people who might be from cultures different from
their own. They are now more likely to engage in conversations with individuals from
cultures different from their own.
Question number nine asked if they planned on living working or travelling
abroad again and all ten of the individual's interviewed stated they would like to go
abroad again. Some had definite plans to go abroad again, others noted that they did not

about going abroad again. The experiences and memories that were created on their trip
abroad have had a lasting impact on their overall education at the university level. All of
the individuals noted that their short-term study abroad program cemented a desire in
them to go abroad again in some capacity. Be it work, travel, or study, all of the
interviewees stated that they do want to have more international and intercultural
experience abroad.

Important Themes

It would be safe to say that all of the individuals interviewed have been changed
by the experiences they had while abroad. Some experiences were positive, others not,
but regardless the experiences that these individuals had were nothing short of being
transformative. From this study several themes emerged from the interviews that were
conducted.
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Openness
The first theme is concerned with openness. The majority of interviewees' stated
that their experience abroad has made them more open to unfamiliar or unknown cultures
and cultural situations. One result of studying abroad, therefore, seems to be an
individual's increased capacity to try new things.
According to Dwyer and Peters (2004), the intercultural benefits that accompany
study abroad are long lasting. From their study, where they anal zed the ion -term
affects of study abroad, the results were positive. The authors wrote,
When questioned about intercultural development, 98 percent of respondents said
that study abroad helped them to better understand their own cultural values and
biases, and 82 percent replied that study abroad contributed to their developing a
more sophisticated way oflooking at the world. (para. 10)
These positive findings in turn provide international educators with the data to show that
an individual without any international experience is able to participate in a short-term
experience overseas and gain the ability to view the world with more openness and
sophistication.
Intercultural attitudes can affect an individual's likelihood of having a positive
experience abroad. If individuals participate in a study abroad program with the mindset
that their way is the only way, they are likely to have a negative experience abroad. If
they are not willing to consider that another culture's way is equally as valid as their own,
their experience of studying abroad is quite apt to be, negative as well. The people in the
host country will not receive them well because of their negative attitude toward the host
culture.
Because all of the students interviewed in this study did not have any previous
international experience, their ability to be more open to new cultures and customs has
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not been distorted by previous experiences abroad. Most of the students interviewed had
remarkable, life-changing experiences that have increased their ability to become open to
new cultures and has helped them to understand that a different culture is not the wrong
culture, but simply a different culture. In Goldstein and Kim's (2006) study the authors
tracked almost 200 students over a four-year period and gauged their interest and
expectations of studying abroad. The authors wrote "We hypothesized that participation
in study abroad would be associated with favorable expectations of study abroad, lower
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levels of ethnocentrism, intercultural communication apprehension, prejudice, and
ambiguity intolerance, as well as higher levels of foreign language interest and
competence" (p. 517). Their hypotheses, which were mostly validated, support our much
smaller study in the sense that intercultural contact in an international setting has been
shown to be an extraordinary way to educate students about their own culture, decrease
any ethnocentric views that they might have, and finally increase their openness.
Because all ofthese interviewees had no previous international experience, it is
arguable that many of them were not aware that they had been averse to trying new
things. International study creates situations in which an individual can either try
something new or not try something new and really stick out as a stranger. Often times
when people are in a new cultural setting, they do not have other options than to try
something new. If they are with a group of locals who do not view the experience as
something new, the students will be more intrigued to try what they are trying.
Being placed in a different cultural setting can increase an individual's capacity to
become more open minded. For example, the student who went to France noted that
"this experience has taught me to take everything with an open mind and it has also
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taught me that people's cultural mindsets differ greatly. Overall I am now much more
open in regards to my social comfort level." From what this individual said, it is possible
deduce that allowing individuals to view their culture through the context of a different
culture their ability to be open minded.
The student who studied abroad in Mexico and ended his interview by stating that
he had a new concept of immigration and was able to view this contentious issue with an
open mind. By listening to the Mexican side of immigration he now has a new
perspective; he understands some of the sacrifices that many Mexican immigrants in the
U.S. have made and that in many cases, immigrants leave their families abroad. As a
result of studying abroad for a short amount of time people can increase their awareness
on issues like immigration. Being open minded to immigrants' stories might increase
your awareness of what it is like for them, as immigrants, not having their partners, sons
and daughters at home. In this student's situation, the experience changed his attitudes
about immigration. Now he is able to look at the big picture and realize that there is
another perspective. From spending only for weeks in Mexico, this individual has been
transformed in a manner that will allow him to think critically about issues that have
multiple perspectives. Now instead of approaching things from two sides, he might
attempt to look at the issue from multiple perspectives.
Ryan and Twibell (2000) investigated the different learning outcomes that
students who studied abroad obtained in comparison to those who did not study abroad.
International awareness was one of the outcomes that the students who studied abroad
gained. By increasing their international awareness, the individuals increase their overall
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openness to many areas in life, from education, to health care, and immigration to name a
few areas.

Global Competence

Becoming aware that cultures different from one's own are as completely valid is
a huge step toward becoming globally competent. Short-term education abroad increases
individuals' awareness of their cultural baggage by allowing its participants to view their

b
cu ture through the lens of a culture different from their own. For example, this can be
applied simply to the eating habits of one country versus another country. In Spain, it is
common to have the large meal in the mid to late afternoon, followed by a brief rest. The
evening meal is then usually taken much later in the evening. This is drastically different
from the American eating habits. The large meal is usually in the evening, no later than
eight thirty or nine. For a Spaniard or American adjusting to these different eating
schedules, they realize that either way you do it, it works. They may prefer one way over
the other, nevertheless becoming globally competent is the ability to recognize that the
differences, however minor or mundane might be, are simply differences. Being globally
competent does not only mean recognizing the differences, but understanding why the
differences make sense in the new cultural context.
According to Brustein (2007),
Global competence, as defined in the recently-published National Association of
State Universities and Land Grant Colleges (NASULGC) report, A Call to
Leadership: The Presidential Role in Internationalizing the University, is the
ability "not only to contribute to knowledge, but also to comprehend, analyze, and
evaluate its meaning in the context of an increasingly globalized world." The
skills that form the foundation of global competence include the ability to work
effectively in international settings; awareness of and adaptability to diverse
cultures, perceptions and approaches; familiarity with the major currents of global
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change and the issues they raise; and the capacity for effective communication
across cultural and linguistic boundaries. (para. 2)
Brustein' s article compliments this study in the sense that all of the individuals
interviewed for this study have gained what Brustein calls "The skills that form the
foundation of global competence" (para. 2). All of the individuals interviewed now look
at the world with new eyes. This study shows that as a result of their short-term
experience abroad, these students have gained some of the important skills that will lead
them to becommg globally competent.
As a result of this study, it appears that spending some time abroad is much better
than not spending any time abroad. If an individual does not take the initiative to visit a
country different from their own, their ability to view other countries from alternative
perspectives is weakened. When students successfully complete a short-term study
abroad program, they have demonstrated their ability to work effectively in an
international setting. Many of the students interviewed mentioned that as a result of
studying abroad they are more out going, they are more willing to try new things, and are
less shy. This relates to global competence in the sense that once you are willing to try
new things in an international setting, be it food, fashion, music, etc., you are able to
increase your awareness of another cultures' preferences, assumptions, values, beliefs,
etc.
Many students mentioned being put outside of their comfort zone on their study
abroad program, yet they all adapted to their new situations abroad. Some students
enjoyed the process of adapting to a new culture; others had a hard time with it.
Regardless of whether or not the individuals enjoyed their overall study abroad
experience, they would not have been able to successfully complete their programs
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abroad ifthey did not at least begin to adapt to the new culture. This adaptation was
extremely challenging for some students in certain cultures. For example, the student
who studied abroad in Egypt had an extremely difficult time adapting to the culture in
Egypt; it would be safe to say that she was frustrated with the cultural norms for women
in Egypt. While she had many issues with the manner in which she was required to adapt
to the local customs, she did adapt to the culture. For her, the process of adapting to the
local culture could be considered challenging. Many other students who were
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interviewed might say the opposite. Regardless of having a positive or negative
experience in adapting to the new culture, their levels of global competence have clearly
increased as a result of their experiences abroad.

=
Some participants in these short-term study abroad programs became interested in
international or world affairs, as a result ofthe time they had spent abroad. One student
commented on her increased interest in world affairs since she had studied abroad. Had

!
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this student not been able to spend a summer in France learning the language, her level of
global competence might have remained the same. This is corroborated in Lewis and
Niesenbaum's (2005) study that validates the hypothesis that education abroad increases
an individual's awareness of the affects of globalization on society, which in turn has the
ability to increase the individual's level of global competence.
Often time's American students who travel to new countries are shocked to learn
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how much people from the county they are visiting know about America-its history,
culture, language, politics, and so on. As a result of this the American students might

-

::::==

begin to realize that what happens in their country not only affects them and their fellow
citizens, but also people from other countries.
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Adaptability

International education is a form of experiential education that increases an
individual's ability to adapt to situations or settings that are unfamiliar. By participating
in a study abroad program, students have limited options when it comes to adapting to the
host culture. They can adapt and accept the cultural norms of the host country they are
visiting, or they can reject the cultural norms of the country, which will likely lead them
to having a very unpleasant experience. All of the students interviewed in this research
project demonstrated a level of adaptability.
The female student who studied in Egypt over the summer demonstrated
adaptability. Though she was quite unhappy about the cultural norms of the host country,
in relation to the way women are treated as compared to the way men are treated, she
realized that in order for her to successfully complete her program, there were certain
cultural norms that she needed to adhere to. For example, she mentioned that it was not
culturally acceptable for a woman to go out at night in the hookah joints and have tea
parties. This was perfectly acceptable for the men, but for women to join would be
frowned upon culturally. Instead of defying the cultural norms of the country, she
adapted to the local customs and did not go out at night.
The process of adapting to new cultural norms can go two ways. The above
mentioned experience was difficult and challenging for this individual. She was not
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happy that Egyptian cultural norms did not allow her to participate in the tea and hookah
parties with her male classmates. On the other side, the process of adapting to new
cultural norms can be an extremely positive experience. Most ofthe students interviewed
in this research project alluded to the importance of living in a different culture. After a
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brief period of time, short-term study abroad students are able to automatically adapt to
the cultural norms of the countries they are visiting. By doing this, the individuals are
able to view their own culture through the lens of the other cultnre. By adapting to a new
cultnre, they indicated that they learned to appreciate new things about their own cultnre.
This is discussed in Tonkin and Quiroga's (2004) study. Their study presented findings
on how well students adapted to host cultnres while participating on service learning
programs. The authors wrote:

~

Quite mundane experiences were often among the most important in giving the
participants a sense of empowerment in a different cultnre. Such daily activities
as being able to use a foreign language, traveling on a bus each day to get to work
in an agency, controlling a classroom full of teenagers, and feeling wanted and
needed by an agency, helped them rise to the challenges inherent in living in a
different cultnre. (p. 139)
One student mentioned how fortunate Americans are to live in the United States
and that many Americans take it for granted because they have never had to leave their
comfort zone. All ten of these students interviewed appear to realize how incredibly
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different it is to live in the United States versus living in Costa Rica, or Egypt, etc.
Almost all of these ten students interviewed indicated that they do want to go on and have
futnre international experiences. Be it working, traveling, or studying abroad, they have
educated themselves about the cross-cultnral value of being in a place that is outside their
comfort zone.
By adapting to a new cultnre, they are able to increase their intercultural
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communication skills. One student who studied abroad in Spain mentioned how she now
=

will ask a person a question and really listen to the answer she is given. She also
mentioned that she does not ask the question for the sake of asking the question, she cares
about what the person has to say. As a result of adapting to the new culture her

67

intercultural communication skills have improved. In Williams (2005) study, the author
compares college-age students who stay on campus with college-age students who study
abroad regarding their ability to communicate interculturally. Williams concludes that
students who studied abroad generally showed a greater increase in intercultural
communication skills than the students who did not study abroad, and students
who chose to study abroad had a higher level of intercultural communication
skills at the beginning and at the end of the semester than students who did not
choose to study abroad. (p. 368)
The individuals who were interviewed in this research project are better
intercultural communicators as a result of their study abroad experiences. As the
individuals adapted to the new cultural norms of their host countries, their skill level as
an intercultural communicator also increased. Adapting to new cultural norms in many
cases will force people to communicate non-verbally. By allowing oneself to
communicate in a manner that removes language, one learns to rely more on cultural cues
to communicate effectively.

Interpersonal Communication
The majority of students interviewed commented on the aspect of their
international experience that increased their level of interpersonal communication. As a
result of studying abroad many students interviewed stated that they would be more
comfortable in an unfamiliar cultural setting since they have had this international
experience. The increased level of interpersonal communication can be applied to a
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social setting as well as interpersonal communication in a new language and culture.

=
While some aspects of interpersonal communication correlate directly with an
individuals' personality it is important to note that students who participate in a shortterm study abroad program, regardless of personality, typically come back to their
68

country of origin and want to tell everyone they know about the experiences they have
had abroad.
While exploring how the study abroad experience is able to augment individuals'
ability academically, Hadis (2005) also considered the social impact that an individuals'
international experience has on their ability to express themselves. After successful
completion of a study abroad program, especially an intensive language program, most of
the individuals will have improved their skills in a second language as well as their
interpersonal communication skills.
The individual who participated in the study abroad program in the Czech
Republic, for example, indicated that he is now more "tactful" when he communicates.
One of the students who studied abroad in Spain indicated that she is more caring about
how she is communicating with people. She pays close attention to what she is asking
and what they are saying. Both of these instances are examples of an increased ability to
express thoughts as a result of studying abroad.
Being a beginning language Ieamer in a new culture, it is easy to make mistakes,
confuse words that have entirely different meanings, use incorrect sentence structures,
etc. As students' time progresses in new culture, their ability to communicate in the new
language increases. If they are in a setting where they are using their native language and
interacting with non-native speakers, they learn how to express themselves in an
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uncomplicated manner, so that the people they are talking to are able to better understand

-

what they are saying.

69

Confidence
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If this study is an example, many students who have studied abroad without past
international experience will have a higher level of confidence when they return to their
home country. When they entered a culture that was different from their own, they are
forced to try new things. When they did this and realized that they liked some of the new
things they were trying, their confidence was boosted as a result. Had these individuals
not taken the time to place themselves in an unfamiliar setting, their level of confidence
might remain the same. Many of the students interviewed in this study indicated that
they have an increased level of confidence as a result of their study abroad program.
The student who studied in Mexico indicated that for his first experience abroad it
was useful going through an organized international program. However, he did indicate
that he now would feel comfortable going abroad on his own, without the guidance of an
organized study abroad program. This statement speaks volumes of the increased level of
confidence an individual may obtain from an international experience. On a short-term
study abroad program, they are not experiencing the country as people who come solely
for the purpose of tourism.
By going abroad with the intention of increasing their knowledge, be it
knowledge of another language, culture, or specific academic subject, the students in this
study found that many unforeseen benefits will surface as a result of participating in and
completing a short-term study abroad program. An increased level of confidence could
be considered to be one of these benefits. While it is unfair to state that every individual
who studies abroad without prior international experience will return to their home
country with an increased level of confidence, it is true for the majority of students in this
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study and seems likely for those who undertake this form of experiential education. This
is validated in the majority of articles this study has reviewed. As Hadis (2005) stated
past participants of the study abroad programs he reviewed "have returned more worldly
than before, are more interested in international affairs [and] show definite signs of
personal development: they are more independent, more outgoing" (p. 3).

Conclusion
l--------18moufthe most important answers to come from th1s research is that students,

who study abroad for a short-term, be it two weeks or eight weeks are impacted by their
international experience and show remarkable signs of personal development. Out of the
ten individuals who were interviewed all of them answered positively that they will travel
abroad again. This research demonstrates that short-term study abroad has the ability to
transform a person's outlook on the world. For individuals that have not had any
previous international experience, studying abroad for a short-term appears to be a
wonderful opportunity to expand a student's understanding of culture in general.
The majority of the research that has been conducted in relation to short-term
study abroad and the impact it has on individuals supports the conclusion that the
experiences that individuals have while abroad can be transformative. The questions that
were asked of the students focused on what they learned while abroad, challenges they
experienced, perceptions and attitudes, and influences on future decisions.
All of the students who were interviewed certainly learned. Some students
focused on their language acquisition, while others focused on exploring themselves and
their iuner experiences. Whether the learning was tangible or intangible, those who
studied in a culture different from their own appeared to have been transformed by the
71
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experience in some way. Because so much of the learning that happens on a short-term
study abroad program is outside of the classroom, the experiential component of studying
abroad is something that is almost impossible to quantify. The skills that these
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individuals have learned from their experience will likely remain with them for the rest of

~

their lives. Problem solving skills that they have learned from their study abroad
experience will be useful ten years down the road when they are in a job that requires
them to think outside the box.
In regards to the challenges the individuals faced, the interviewees listed a
multitude of challenges. Many were completely different from one another, but
something that is certain is that each challenge they faced has given them new problem
solving skills. Additionally, the challenges they faced differed greatly, however each

,-

challenge was overcome. Overcoming challenges in a culture different from ones own is
something that can be extremely critical. Depending on the personalities that are facing
the challenges, some individuals might not even notice that something is a challenge,
while another individual will see it as a huge hurdle to get through. Regardless of the
challenges faced, by spending a short-term abroad it seems clear that one is able to obtain
problem solving skills that will assist in future problem solving.
Interacting with people from cultures who are different from your own can be a
challenging and rewarding enterprise. Naturally human beings have a tendency to stay
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with what is familiar or known to them. This concept can be applied to rural tribes in
Papua New Guinea or a group of university students on a study abroad program.
Parochialism is one of the greatest challenges that short-term education abroad
professionals face; the same can be applied on a larger scale to international education as
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a whole. In pre-departure meetings students are encouraged to interact only with locals.

R-

It is explained to them that ifthey really want to increase their cultural understanding of

the host country, or the language ofthe host country, they need to spend most of their
free time with locals from that country. Many students have the intention of interacting
only with locals, but very few actually separate themselves from their fellow students.
One of the most interesting observations stemming from this research is that
students who study abroad without any previous international experience understand
what it is like to be ethnocentric. This was captured most eloquently in a quote from one
of the individuals who studied in Spain. He stated that his experience abroad "jolted me
awake." Ones perceptions and attitudes change as a result of studying abroad. Ones
perceptions and attitudes of the host culture will likely change, and in many cases, more
importantly, ones perceptions and attitudes of ones own culture will change. As a result
of studying abroad students are able to increase their understanding of their own culture.
Through the lens of a new culture, they begin to understand their own culture. This is
something that they will carry with them for the rest of their lives. This and other
research indicates that this understanding is a likely outcome of short-term study abroad
as well as the more traditional longer-term period.
The landscape of what the future holds for these individuals who have been
interviewed has changed as a result of their willingness and progressive ability to live in a

I

culture different from their own. Some of the individuals who were interviewed
commented on the fact that they have taken on a second major as a result of their
studying abroad, and others have indicated that the experience they had abroad only
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validated that what they are studying or what they want to do in the future is the right
thing for themselves.
The experiential learning that took place for these individuals is something that
will remain with them for the rest of their lives. From this study it can be argued that
short-term education abroad teaches people that cultures work differently from country to
country and understanding this is a positive step toward becoming globally
interdependent.
In regards to learning gained, challenges experienced, perceptions and attitudes
tharhave chahgea,-and iriiluences on future decisions, short-term education abroad
appears to have the ability to transform an individuals' perceptions of where they fit in
their culture. Areas for future research that would be interesting for short-term education
abroad professionals would be in relation to the collective aspect of a short-term group
programs and how parochialism plays a part of the overall experience.

Limitations
In looking back at this project, it would be advisable to look more closely at the
relationship between short-term education abroad and long-term education abroad in
relation to participants without any previous international experience. Interviewing
students that went abroad for a long-term, without past international experience, would
have provided additional insight to the cultural adaptation that one obtains by spending a
longer amount of time in a study abroad program. Being able to draw upon this
comparison would assist future researchers. Additionally, it would be useful to see how
important the group dynamic is on short-term education abroad programs versus longterm education abroad programs.
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Only ten individuals were interviewed for this research project. It would have

~-

been advantageous by interviewing a much larger pool of students that studied abroad for
a short-term, and did not have any previous international experience because the larger
group would have provided additional insight and validation to the dominant themes that
emerged as a result of this study.

Future Research
~
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on individuals would be useful to the field of study abroad. By researching the long-term
impact that individuals experience as a result of studying in a country different from their
own, the field of study abroad could gain some insight into how these experiences abroad
shaped people's careers, personal lives and otherwise.
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APPENDIX A.

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
I. What was the most valuable thing you learned from your experience studying
abroad?
2. What was the most challenging experience you had while abroad?
3. What were some of your pre-conceived notions of your host country?
4. In what ways were these notions validated or invalidated during your stay abroad?
5. Do you wish your program abroad had been longer or shorter? Please tell me
what leads you to this feeling?
6. How has this experience abroad impacted your social comfort level? For
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example, if you were placed in a room full of people from countries different
from your own would you now feel more comfortable in this situation? Please
explain.
7. Since returning from abroad how comfortable do you feel in unfamiliar cultural
situations? Please explain how these may have changed from the past.
8. Please tell me how you interact differently with people from cultures other than
your own since returning from abroad?
9. Do you plan to live, study, or work abroad again?
I 0. If you do plan to live, study, or work abroad again, how did this study abroad
experience influence your decision to go abroad again? Please explain.
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11. How has this study abroad program affected your openness to living and/or
traveling abroad again?
12. What role did this study abroad program have in other areas of your life? For
example, some students change their major after studying abroad.
13. In what other ways has your study abroad experience changed you?
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